
This identification 
of St. Willebrord's 
Church was al¬ 
ready etched in 
stone before par¬ 
ishioners realized 
it was spelled 
wrong. It should 
have been St. Wil- 
librord with an 
"I," not an "e.” 
They decided it 
was too costly to 
do over, so the 
parish simply 
changed it’s ver¬ 
sion of the saint’s 
name. 







Ancestry link to church 
was closely knit years ago 


By SEAN SCHULTZ 

The Rev. Ken De Groot, pastor of St. Willebrord Parish, 
said the names of several founding members of the Dutch 
community of St. Willebrord can still be found today in 
the parish roster. 

His own name, De Groot, is one of them. His mother, 
now 72, was a school girl attending St. Willebrord. As a 
child she made the trip daily from Allouez to the down¬ 
town Green Bay school "because that’s where the Dutch 
went,” De Groot explained. 

August De Groot, a lifelong member of the parish who 
died at the age of 84 about a week and a half ago, spoke to 
t£e Press-Gazette about the ethnic St. Willebrord’s he 
<»ice knew. 

• His family had been part of the congregation since 
0*59, when his parents married and were "pioneer mem¬ 
bers” of the new church. De Groot. who was unrelated to 
t$ie current pastor, lived on Chicago Street as a boy and 
tjttended the church school. 

• In those days, some 60 years ago, he recalled, the Rev. 
0.A. Van Susteren "preached in Holland (the Dutch lan- 
Ijjage!. read the gospel in Holland.” 

• De Groot said “the Dutch and Flemish-Belgians from 
cfljt at Bellevue came the distance to go to school” at St. 
Willebrord. Teaching was done in English. 

? According to De Groot, who was a church trustee for 25 
Jears. the Dutch group that formed St. Willebrord had 
broken with the Germans at the Cathedral to form their 
t|wn church. 

t Some 50 years ago, he said, when the Norbertine Order 
‘look over the church,” the church began losing its strong 
(Jutch identity. 

• “Now you could read the list of memberships and you’d 
ijave every nationality in the world, I guess," said De 
(Jroot. 

• Elmer De Moulin has been a member of Grace Presby- 
frrian Church for 50 years. Before that he and his family 
Attended Robinsonville Presbyterian Church. He remem- 
fiers himself as a squirming, uncomfortable little boy suf¬ 
fering through an hour-long sermon preached first in 
french, then another hour’s worth — "in the American 
llnguage.” His mother still sings and speaks in French. 

• A1 Nackers. a West De Pere resident all his life, remem¬ 
bers St. Boniface Church, when "we used to have the ser- 
fron in Holland, then one in English at the same time." 

S ost of the priests were Holland-born or at least spoke 
jtch, he recalls. 

• Nackers was bom in 1899 and the family joined St. Bo¬ 
niface the following year. His mother was from Holland 
jnd his father a Belgian, but they attended her church ex- 

3 usively. "It isn't like now, when they go here and they go 
iere." 

* The only time Nackers remembers going to services at 
pother church was for the St. Joseph's novena each year, 
when the faithful would travel to St. Joseph’s Church to 

fray 

Alice Denessen Corby, now 86, was raised at "the Irish 
(Jiurch,” St. Patrick’s, of course, with families named Bla- 
rjey, Brogan, Hogan and Gallagher. Her maternal grand¬ 
father was Dennis Murphy, one of the west side church’s 
friginal members. Alice’s father, however, was a member 
<rf St. Willebrord’s, but he switched to St. Pat’s when he 

J Young Alice had a sister bom Nov. 7, the feast day of 
ftt. Willebrord. She recalls her father requesting that the 
prl child be called Willebrord in honor of the saint "but 
rtyother wouldn’t have it and she had the say." 

• A large group of Irish families lived in the west side 


community near the church. Many were railroad workers 
who lived near the station. Mrs. Corby remembers one Pol¬ 
ish family living nearby who traveled across the river to 
St. Mary of the Angels for Mass each Sunday and holy 
day. 

"They went over (across the Fox River) in the coldest 
days in winter carrying little pails of lunch just to go to 
the Polish church,” she said. “They wouldn’t have thought 
they went to Mass if they had gone to a different church.” 

The pastor Mrs. Corby remembers from her youth was 
a Father O’Brien. The pastor today is the Rev. John 
O’Brien. But the preceding pastor, the Rev. Donald Buza- 
nowsld, is a sign of the changing times. 

As a child, Mrs. Corby was stricken nearly deaf and had 
to leave school in the fifth grade because of her handicap. 
O’Brien, paying a house call to the Denessen's, used a 
home remedy to ease the pain for little Alice. 

Placing a handkerchief over the barrel of his pipe, he 
would direct the pipe stem into her ear and blow warm air 
into the barrel. The heat helped, but it was a doctor’s ex¬ 
amination later that cleared up her problem. 

Alice married Mr. Corby, a French-Canadian and a 
member of St. John the Evangelist parish. The two set up 
housekeeping on the east side, attending St. Francis Xav¬ 
ier Cathedral for many years and later St. Matthew’s in 
Allouez. 

After her husband died, Mrs. Corby headed back to her 
old neighborhood to live in an apartment. She lives there 
today, caring for herself and attending Mass at St. Pat’s, 
her own church, once again. 



